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Insofar as the novel succeeds in imagining those intervals when force is kept in the background, it is a producer and not just a product of civilization.
The moral efficacy of connection -whether it takes the form of creative action or of decent human relations -in containing and civilizing force is an idea promoted, then despaired of, and finally affirmed in Howards End. It is an idea that informs the novel's conception of civilized life and fuels its utopian hopes that the outcast and the illegitimate might yet inherit the earth, or at least as much of it as encompassed by Howards End and its spiritual environs. Forster regarded propriety and convention as expressions of force and so applauded any assault on conventional feeling as an act of moral heroism. But Forster also recognized that the morally heroic can be besieged and vanquished by internal doubt as well as by external coercion. In Howards End, he personifies these misgivings as the "goblins" of panic and emptiness. These malign presences stalk the novel's characters, undermining their morale and mocking their hopes by insisting that "there is no such thing as splendor or heroism in the world." Forster is not interested in exorcising these goblins or exposing them as "phantoms of cowardice and unbelief" even if he could, which he cannot, since, the novel tells us, they, like the poor, are always with us.
In the novel, the conflict between connection and force, including all these skirmishes with the goblins of panic and emptiness, unfolds and revolves around the meeting and subsequent entanglement of the Schlegel sisters -modern descendants of Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, Jane Austen's droll exemplars of sense and sensibility -and the Wilcoxes, robust agents and beneficiaries of England's commercial and imperial enterprises. The Schlegels' creed is that the inner life pays, a doctrine incomprehensible to the Wilcoxes, who trust to property and sound financial investments to guarantee their security from harm and immunity to emotional distress. Caught between and ultimately ruined by his involvement with both the Schlegels and the Wilcoxes is Leonard Bast, a working man who yearns for the spiritual "adventure" (as he and Forster himself deem it) offered by poetry and romance but who nevertheless cannot help fretting about the umbrella that Helen Schlegel has inadvertently commandeered on exiting a concert hall. "Only connect . . ." is Forster's motto for the moral diplomacy that might reconcile the conflicting interests of such ideologically and emotionally disparate characters. The injunction, inscribed on the threshold of the novel like a commandment, rhetorically aspires to the "command of admonition and of poetry" that so impresses Leonard Bast as he sits down to read Ruskin's Stones of Venice.
But whatever Ruskinian authority Forster's exhortation might channel is soon dissipated by those ellipses that disappointingly trail off into a vague or dreamy suggestiveness. We might be more inclined to heed the injunction had it been punctuated by an exclamation point, turning a gentle and kindly exhortation into Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/common-knowledge/article-pdf/21/2/190/398146/CKN212_03DiBattista_FF.pdf by guest on 08 June 2019 an urgent imperative. Forster's ellipses become more unnerving the more you consider them: are they meant to leave open the numberless ways of fulfilling the injunction, or do they hint at how unlikely it is we will ever succeed in doing so? This unsettling possibility elicits another even more disquieting thought: that the ellipses allow for the eventuality that our moral resolve may falter in the face of the intractable realities -poverty, prejudice, social hatred, and political enmity -that define the present, embattled state of things.
We have to wait until the second half of the novel before Forster will fill in those ellipses and expound on the benefits accruing to those who manage "only" to connect. His meaning is revealed, although not fully elaborated, in the "sermon" -a kind of wifely homily, really -that Margaret Schlegel inwardly addresses to Henry Wilcox, the bluntly virile but spiritually undeveloped businessman she has decided to marry. Henry is repeatedly, almost comically extolled as "a real man" who lives, not as comfortably as he pretends, in a state of spiritualemotional impasse in which, Forster observes, he "could not be as the saints and love the Infinite with a seraphic ardor, but . . . could be ashamed of loving a wife."
Margaret hopes to repair this split in his nature by introducing and ushering him into the "Infinite" world of the spirit (here is where the German idealism evoked by her very name manifests and declares itself ). "Only connect the prose and the passion," she exhorts him, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its height. Live in fragments no longer. Only connect and the beast and the monk, robbed of the isolation that is life to either, will die.
There is something exhilarating in the thought that the prose and the passion of life can be connected and that we will live in fragments no longer. To see human love raised to such a height is to be given a glimpse of sublimity, a moral summit seldom visible from the lowlands of ordinary life. Yet in elaborating this allegory of love triumphant, Forster has reduced rather than enlarged the domain of prose, which encompasses all the concrete realities -the body that hungers for food, money, property, class -that define and condition modern existence. All this is what the novelist extolling the moral and social virtue of connection is up against when he hazards to reinvent, as Forster does here, the traditional marriage plot. Property, propriety, theology, and family pride clamor for their place at the altar, where love submits and at times is sacrificed to social form.
Forster knew better than to pin his hopes for a more humane future on the marriage of culture and capital. The union of Margaret and Henry may outwardly prosper, but it remains vulnerable to the forces of panic and emptiness looming in the background, waiting to work their mischief like the "goblins" that Helen hears sounding through Beethoven's Fifth whenever the heroic measures relax their vigilance. The union, moreover, is fated to be sterile. Helen has neither the temperament nor the inclination for a traditional marriage. Yet it is Helen who proves to be fertile, who brings new life -a child she conceives with Leonard Bast in a moment of romantic abandon -into the novel, thus ratifying her cherished and much-tested belief that only the inner life really pays. In her rashness, she sweeps through the outer life of telegram and anger, panic and emptiness, unsettling the very foundations that love, in its triumph, had laid bare. She defies propriety, challenges the rights of property, and divorces love not only from matrimony but from childbearing, scandalizing theology and insulting family pride.
But if the inner life pays, its triumph comes at enormous cost to those who do not or will not connect. Margaret's success in transforming Henry from a "real man" to a man of feeling comes at the expense of the confidence and optimism that had given such moral luster to his habits of command. "Connecting" with the Schlegels proves an unmitigated disaster for Leonard Bast. First, he finds himself jobless, after acting on the "insider" tip that the Schlegels pass on to him and leaving his secure job with a firm he has been told is on the brink of collapse for a position in a firm that actually does go under. The "adventure" of knowing the Schlegels culminates in Bast's discovery that his wife was once the mistress of Henry Wilcox. Even Bast's death lacks dignity. He dies when Henry's son, Charles, outraged at his presence at Howards End, strikes him (lightly) with a sword. He reels, topples a nearby bookcase and is buried under an avalanche of books. His death is too laden with symbolism to inspire pity or terror, even though Forster, straining for pathos, will petition whatever gods might be listening to consecrate the end of his pitiable life: "Let Squalor be turned into Tragedy, whose eyes are the stars, and whose hand holds the sunset and the dawn." This is Forster at his most poetic, giving full expression to Sensibility and silencing Sense, which otherwise would certainly object that the sunset and the dawn are in no one's hands, nor do the stars see or care about anything that happens on earth. Yet with Sense momentarily quieted, we might hear more clearly the vatic strains in "Only connect . . ," the central, luminous tenet of Forster's social gospel. There is nothing new in the gospel -it can be heard, he tells us, in Jacopone da Todi's "Ordena questo amore, tu che m'ami" ("O thou who lovest me set this love in order"). But Forster does suggest a new technique to help us set love in order:
In economics, we are told that if there was a new technique of distribution there need be no poverty, and people would not starve in one place while crops were being ploughed under in another. A similar change is needed in the sphere of morals and politics. . . . Not by becoming better, but by ordering and distributing his native goodness, will Man shut up
